
ORIGINAL ARTICLE

How government-controlled media shifts policy attitudes
through framing

Jennifer Pan1 , Zijie Shao2* and Yiqing Xu3

1Department of Communication, Stanford University, Stanford, CA, USA, 2School of Government and Public Affairs,
Communication University of China, Beijing, China and 3Department of Political Science, Stanford University, Stanford, CA,
USA
*Corresponding author. Email: shaozijie@cuc.edu.cn

(Received 16 April 2020; revised 28 January 2021; accepted 9 February 2021)

Abstract
Research shows that government-controlled media is an effective tool for authoritarian regimes to shape
public opinion. Does government-controlled media remain effective when it is required to support
changes in positions that autocrats take on issues? Existing theories do not provide a clear answer to
this question, but we often observe authoritarian governments using government media to frame policies
in new ways when significant changes in policy positions are required. By conducting an experiment that
exposes respondents to government-controlled media—in the form of TV news segments—on issues
where the regime substantially changed its policy positions, we find that by framing the same issue dif-
ferently, government-controlled media moves respondents to adopt policy positions closer to the ones
espoused by the regime regardless of individual predisposition. This result holds for domestic and foreign
policy issues, for direct and composite measures of attitudes, and persists up to 48 hours after exposure.
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1. Introduction
A large number of studies have shown that authoritarian governments use government-controlled
media to effectively change attitudes, behaviors, and outcomes (Geddes and Zaller, 1989;
Stockmann and Gallagher, 2011; Yanagizawa-Drott, 2014; Adena et al., 2015; Huang, 2015;
Bleck and Michelitch, 2017; Szostek, 2017). Existing studies of government media, however,
tend to examine the content produced by government-controlled outlets in a memoryless man-
ner, focusing, for example, on how effective government-controlled media is in influencing peo-
ple to adopt a particular position on an issue with limited regard to prior efforts to shape public
views about the same issue. As a result, we know little about what happens to the effectiveness of
government-controlled media when authoritarian regimes change or flip positions on issues and
alter media output accordingly to try to shift public attitudes.

Authoritarian governments, like all governments, inevitably need to shift positions on some
issues to adapt to changing domestic and international conditions. Sometimes, they are required
to flip their position and move to the opposite side of an issue. When this need arises, we often
observe authoritarian governments using government-controlled media to frame issues in new
ways to support policy changes (Field et al., 2018; Rozenas and Stukal, 2019). Although public
opinion is generally considered less consequential in authoritarian regimes than in democracies
because the public cannot vote or easily sanction politicians for their policy decisions, research in
autocracies shows that public attitudes can constrain domestic and foreign policy (FP)-making
and implementation (Weeks, 2008; Weiss, 2013). This means public opposition to policies
© The Author(s), 2021. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of the European Political Science Association.
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may require authoritarian regimes to give ground. Shaping public attitudes on policies can fore-
stall opposition and the chance that the regime will need to give way.

Can authoritarian governments move the public to opposing policy positions by changing how
an issue is framed? To what extent can attitudes be changed in this way? When we apply existing
theories, there are reasons to believe that such efforts would have limited effectiveness as well as
reasons to believe that new frames would be effective. On the one hand, the effectiveness of new
frames may be limited by predisposition or political knowledge. On the other hand, authoritarian
regimes have the ability, through their control of the media, censorship, and other information
control measures, to create elite and/or mainstream consensus that prevents those who are pre-
disposed against policy changes from linking their predisposition to the state’s new policy
position.

In this paper, we conduct an experiment to assess whether framing policy issues differently
allows government-controlled media to move public attitudes toward opposing sides of the
same policy issue. We assess the effect of different communication frames to measure whether
government-controlled media can use framing to move policy positions in divergent directions.
Then, we look at whether the effects of frames are limited by predisposition and knowledge.
If different frames of the same issue are effective in moving individuals to adopt divergent policy
positions and framing effects are not, or are only weakly, moderated by predisposition, this pro-
vides support for the notion that government-controlled media can be used to effectively change
public attitudes in different directions on the same issue. If only some but not all frames have an
effect or if frames are strongly moderated by predisposition, this would suggest that efforts to use
government-controlled media to shift public attitudes on the same issue may have limited
effectiveness.

The treatments for our experiment deal with issues where the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) has substantially changed its policy position with accompanying changes in framing
through state media. We created short segments of news videos in conjunction with media pro-
fessionals in China that draw upon original state broadcasts and realistically resemble Chinese
government-controlled media. We embed these videos in an online survey conducted among
830 respondents in China.

We find that, for both domestic and foreign policies, framing policy issues differently is an
effective way to move individuals to adopt divergent policy positions espoused in government-
controlled media. We find no evidence that frames affect broad outcomes such as regime trust
and patriotism or self-reported behaviors such as complaint-making and discussing government
policies. We find that most respondents had prior knowledge of the policy issues contained in the
experiment, which means it is less likely that their attitudes are changing because they are learn-
ing new information. The questions we asked in the experiment are not politically sensitive,
which decreases the potential for social desirability bias. In addition, the method we use—an
experiment embedded in an online survey—minimizes incentives of respondents to provide
the “right” answer, also known as demand effects (Mummolo and Peterson, 2019). While we can-
not completely rule out learning or social desirability bias as motivators for some respondents,
these results are more consistent with framing effects.

Our results show that frames are effective regardless of individual predispositions. Our treat-
ment approximates the mainstream consensus found in some authoritarian regimes because
respondents are exposed to only one frame and the treatment does not provide contextual infor-
mation linking predisposition to the state’s espoused policy position. This finding may also be
influenced by the type of content—narrow and issue-specific—and the video medium of our
government-controlled media treatment that activates multiple sensory channels and elicits
strong emotional and physiological responses (Houts et al., 2006; Kensinger and Schacter,
2006; Lang et al., 2015).

Finally, we find that after controlling for predisposition, framing effects are stronger among
individuals who have higher levels of political knowledge, consistent with the view that those
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who are knowledgeable tend to have stronger predisposition, and if predisposition is controlled
for, knowledge should magnify framing effects because knowledge increases the availability and
comprehensibility of frames (Druckman and Nelson, 2003).

We proceed in four sections. The next section provides a theoretical framework for the use of
framing in government-controlled media. We then describe the experimental design and survey,
followed by our main results and heterogeneous effects by predisposition and knowledge.
We conclude by discussing the implications of the findings.

2. Theoretical framework
We draw upon a conventional expectancy value model to characterize attitudes toward an object
(Azjen and Fishbein, 1980; Nelson et al., 1997; Chong and Druckman, 2007). In such a model,
every object, such as an issue, event, or policy, has i attributes. An attitude consists of the sum of
the product of an individual’s evaluation of each attribute i and the salience weight of each attri-
bute i. For example, let’s say the object is state-owned enterprise (SOE) reform. If the attributes of
SOE reform are efficiency and public interest, a person’s attitude toward SOE reform is the sali-
ence of efficiency times evaluation of efficiency plus the salience of public interest times evalu-
ation of public interest. In this model, framing works by changing the salience of attributes.1

In the example of SOE reform, framing would be at work if government-controlled media
made efficiency or public interest more salient, lending a particular attribute greater weight in
the public’s evaluation of a particular approach to SOE reform.2

A large number of studies have sought to capture the processes underlying framing effects
(Zaller, 1992; Iyengar, 1994; Cappella and Jamieson, 1997; Price and Tewksbury, 1997; Nelson
and Oxley, 1999; Chong and Druckman, 2007). Typically, these studies find that conditional
on exposure, an individual’s attitude about an object may change if a given attribute of the object
is (1) stored in a person’s memory, (2) accessible, and (3) judged to be applicable or relevant
when encountering new information. This means that framing can work to change attitudes
by making new attributes about an issue available and by making certain attributes more
accessible and/or applicable.

Why would new frames be ineffective?

Suppose government-controlled media has traditionally framed an issue to promote a certain pol-
icy position, but later adopts a new frame for the same issue to promote a different, and perhaps
opposing, policy position. Some existing theories would predict that new frames would have lim-
ited effectiveness. One reason is source credibility, and a second reason relates to moderators of
framing effects—specifically, predisposition and political knowledge. If a state media outlet fre-
quently flips positions, audiences may discount it as a credible source and be less amenable to
influence.3 In addition, an individual’s predisposition, including prior beliefs and values, shapes
their reactions to and evaluations of alternative frames. Predisposition has consistently appeared
as an important moderator of government propaganda and framing effects.4 Strong predisposi-
tions can reduce framing effects because they increase individuals’ resistance to disconfirming
information such that attributes emphasized in the frame are less accessible and applicable.

1In contrast, persuasion works by changing the evaluation of attributes. However, the distinction between persuasion and
framing may not be as clear in reality because attitudes may consist of fragmentary, vague, or ambivalent beliefs that cannot
be easily summarized into an attitude (Chong and Druckman, 2007).

2While more studies of government-controlled media focus on propaganda as persuasion (Lasswell, 1927; Chaffee, 1977;
Jowett and O’Donnell, 2018), there is also research about how government-controlled media can also change attitudes
through framing (Hiebert, 2003; Andersen and Sandberg, 2020).

3For an overview of the literature, see Pornpitakpan (2004).
4For an overview of the literature, see Chong and Druckman (2007) and Borah (2011).
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Political knowledge is another moderator of propaganda and framing effects that has received
extensive attention. While studies of government-controlled media have found that messages
have stronger effects among less politically knowledgeable individuals (Geddes and Zaller,
1989; Stockmann and Gallagher, 2011; Bleck and Michelitch, 2017), research on framing is
more mixed, with some studies finding that less knowledgeable individuals are more susceptible
(Kinder and Sanders, 1990; Haider-Markel and Joslyn, 2001), and others showing the opposite
(Nelson et al., 1997; Miller and Krosnick, 2000; Slothuus, 2008). Druckman and Nelson
(2003) argue that these contradictory results are related to predisposition—specifically, that
those who are knowledgeable tend to have stronger predispositions, and these stronger predispo-
sitions reduce susceptibility to framing. They argue that after controlling for predisposition,
knowledge should magnify framing effects because knowledge increases the availability and com-
prehensibility of frames to individuals. If government-controlled media was initially effective in
moving the public’s preferences toward the regime’s position, then the public should be predis-
posed to support the status quo. This means when the authoritarian regime moves to change its
policy, it will face individuals who are predisposed against policy change and resistant to new
frames. In addition, regardless of predisposition, individuals with different levels of political
knowledge may be differentially influenced by new frames, such that some will remain uncon-
vinced by new frames.

New frames, if ineffective, risk damaging public perceptions of the regime when the regime is
forced to change positions on issues. When officials and politicians change their position on
policies, the bulk of research shows that it makes officials appear less trustworthy and
less competent unless the new policy position is supported by a supermajority of the public
(McCaul et al., 1995; Kartik and McAfee, 2007; Tomz and Van Houweling, 2012; Doherty
et al., 2016). In modern autocracies that do not rely on intensive repression or mass indoctrin-
ation, convincing the public that leaders are competent is crucial to regime durability (Guriev
and Treisman, 2019).

Why would new frames be effective?

If government efforts to change public attitudes can overcome challenges of source credibility and
the moderating effects of predisposition and knowledge, they can be effective. Usually, authori-
tarian governments do not continuously flip-flop on an issue but rather enact changes only when
the need arises. This may lessen damage to source credibility. In addition, by providing new
frames that highlight different attributes of an issue rather than trying to persuade individuals
to change their evaluations of a particular attribute, authoritarian governments may make the
position change less obvious and lessen the risks associated with changing policy positions.

On overcoming moderators of framing effects, existing research on public opinion sug-
gests that this may be possible if individuals lack information and the ability to link their
predisposition with new messages. When an authoritarian government seeks to shift public
attitudes on a policy issue, it can do so by framing the issue in a way such that predisposition
is not judged to be applicable or relevant. For example, suppose some individuals have atti-
tudes in support of market competition, preferring policies that allow the market to allocate
resources rather than the state to do so. If the state’s policy on reforming SOEs shifts so that
the state begins to insulate SOEs from market pressure and competition, these individuals
should in theory resist such a change because it is inconsistent with their pro-market pre-
disposition. However, for them to actually resist such a change would require that their pre-
disposition is accessible and judged to be applicable when encountering new information
about SOE reform. If the state provides a new frame for SOE reform unrelated to effi-
ciency—for example, framing SOE reform as being about public welfare and avoiding all
references to efficiency—the predisposition of individuals who would have opposed such a
policy change on the grounds of efficiency may not be accessible or judged to be applicable.

4 Jennifer Pan et al.
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This reflects the “resistance axiom” of Zaller’s Receive-Accept-Sample model of public opin-
ion, which states that although people tend to resist arguments that are inconsistent with
their political predisposition, this is true only to the extent people possess contextual
information necessary to perceive a relationship between the message and their
predisposition (Zaller, 1992).

Preventing individuals from making the link between their predisposition and new frames is
possible in authoritarian contexts where the state controls the media and other elite messages
such that there is “mainstream consensus” (Geddes and Zaller, 1989). Through control of
media outlets, co-optation and intimidation of journalists and other elites, censorship, and
other information control strategies such as flooding (McMillan and Zoido, 2004; Roberts,
2018; Pan and Siegel, 2020), some authoritarian regimes may prevent the public from being
able to choose and ultimately wanting to choose different sources of information (Chen and
Yang, 2019). If there is mainstream consensus, the authoritarian regime can prevent alternative
information from providing such contextual information and thus succeed in overriding the bar-
riers presented by predisposition to attitude change. Examples of alternative information that
would provide such contextual information include alternative frames that link the proposed
SOE policy to lower efficiency or arguments that make a connection between efficiency and pub-
lic interest (i.e., that public interest is obtained at the cost of reduced efficiency). Such information
can emerge if there is policy disagreement among elites and the government cannot suppress dis-
senting voices.

Testable implications

If government-controlled media can effectively frame policy issues in new ways, we should find
that exposure to government-controlled media containing different frames moves respondents to
the policy position espoused in government media in which policy positions are substantially dif-
ferent. In contrast, if government-controlled media cannot effectively offer new frames on the
same issue, we should find that exposure to some frames moves respondents to the position
espoused by government media, while other ways of framing do not.

In addition, for government-controlled media to be effective in offering new frames, we should
observe that framing effects are not, or are only weakly, moderated by predisposition or political
knowledge. In contrast, if framing effects are strongly moderated by predisposition—if those who
are predisposed against the policy do not resist any change to their attributes—or constrained by
political knowledge—if those with higher knowledge are less affected by framing effects—then
offering new frames is unlikely to generate the supermajority of supporters needed for officials
to change their policy position without incurring costs.

3. Methods
We worked closely with media professionals in China to create six short news video segments that
closely resemble the content and style of China’s main television broadcast, Xinwen Lianbo. We
embedded these news segments in an online survey experiment to measure the effects of
government-controlled media on policy preferences. We first describe the experimental context,
then the video segments, and finally the survey in which the videos were embedded. All aspects of
this research were approved by our university IRB (see Appendix for additional discussion of
ethics).

Background

Television—in traditional and online streaming forms—remains one of the most powerful forms
of government-controlled media available to autocrats despite the increasing complexity of media
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ecosystems and fragmentation of audiences (Webster and Ksiazek, 2012; Chadwick, 2017).
Audiences in countries ranging from Azerbajian to Russia to Iran continue to regard television
as the most authoritative source of information.5

Our experimental context is China, where the regime describes government-controlled media
as foundational to the strength of the ruling CCP,6 and where, perhaps more than any other
country in the world, state control over information is deep and far-reaching, encompassing
media, education, culture, sports, and even non-governmental organizations and research
(King et al., 2013; Cantoni et al., 2017).

The National Radio and Television Administration, which operates the country’s predominant
public broadcaster, China Central Television (CCTV), reports directly to the CCP Propaganda
Department. A nationally representative survey from 2015 showed the primary way Chinese peo-
ple consume news is through television (CUGS, 2015). China’s most-watched television news
program is Xinwen Lianbo (CCTV Evening News), a nightly broadcast at 7pm the CCP uses
to try to shape public opinions on domestic policy and foreign issues (Zhao and Guo, 2005).
Xiwen Lianbo captures 55–60 million viewers each evening, which represents 4.6 percent of
the approximately 1.2 billion people in China with access to television,7 and additional viewers
watch Xinwen Lianbo news segments online.8

Experimental treatments

We create six 2-minute-long news segments that mimic the style of Xinwen Lianbo. Three of the
segments are focused on the domestic policy issue of SOE reform. Three of the video segments
are focused on the foreign policy issue of disputes in the South China Sea between China and the
Philippines. We choose SOE reform and China-Philippines relations because we want to include
both a domestic and a foreign policy issue and because they are areas where the Chinese govern-
ment has adopted different policy positions over time. For external validity, policy positions in
the videos are drawn from original Xinwen Lianbo transcripts, edited together for coherence
while ensuring similarity in length and types of content.9

SOEs in China account for approximately 30 percent of GDP and slightly less than 20 percent
of total employment.10 The three videos on SOE reform capture the two policy positions the
Chinese government has taken—letting SOE reform be driven by the market (Market) and
state-led SOE reform (State)—as well as a control condition where background and facts related
to SOE reform are provided, but the position of the Chinese state is not stated (Control). The
Market condition frames the pro-market policy position in terms of improvements in efficiency,
focusing on how market competition can create incentives for competition and improve perform-
ance. The State condition frames the pro-state policy position in terms of public interest, describ-
ing how SOEs serve the people’s interest and provide for public welfare.

Since the early 2000s, China and the Philippines have clashed over sovereignty of islands and
shoals in the South China Sea. The three videos about China and the Philippines also capture the

5Most Russians in 2018 say that television is their most important source of information (Zakem et al., 2018).
In Azerbajian, state-controlled national television disseminates pro-government propaganda reaching more than 99.9 percent
of the population (see https://bit.ly/2VNqB51). In Iran, more than 80 percent of the population considers the state-controlled
Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting to be the most authoritative source of information (see https://bit.ly/2ICcjk3).

6See “Regulations of the Communist Party of China on Propaganda Work” promulgated on August 2019
( ), https://bit.ly/2R4ebVx.

7March 2019 ratings and audience data from CSM Media Research; see http://www.csm.com.cn/cpfw/.
8Xinwen Lianbo segments are live-streamed at http://xinwenlianbo.tv/ and are available online at http://tv.cctv.com/lm/

xwlb/, http://tv.cntv.cn/videoset/C10437 and on YouTube (https://bit.ly/2Gu0xGR).
9Table A1 in the Appendix details when the Chinese government took different sides on SOE reform and South China

issues, and lists the national television broadcasts that are the basis of our video segments.
10See https://bit.ly/2JO37tj.
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two policy stances of the Chinese government—cooperation (Dove) and aggressive measures to
stake China’s claim (Hawk)—as well as a control condition where facts about
China-Philippines relations are provided but no state position is given (Control). The Dove con-
dition frames the dovish policy position in terms of common prosperity, describing how mutual
economic gain and trade can sustain regional stability. The Hawk condition frames the hawkish
policy position in terms of national sovereignty, emphasizing that China’s territorial integrity is
sacred and inviolable. The treatment conditions operationalize framing, rather than persuasion or
other media effects, by not introducing any information that would change viewers’ evaluation of
attributes and by only emphasizing different attributes.

Each video also contains interviews we filmed and edited with two Chinese academics with
expertise on the two policy issues. We include such interviews because they are frequently used
in Xinwen Lianbo broadcasts. The same academic provides the explanations and rationales for
both frames of SOE reform, as well as background facts on SOE reform for the control condition.
The second academic provides the same for China–Philippine relations. Using the same expert in all
treatment and control conditions of the same topic and by filming and editing the interviews our-
selves ensures that the characteristics of the academics do not influence any outcomes we observe.

The videos include voiceovers by a broadcaster trained at the Communication University of
China, which produces CCTV anchors and reporters. The videos are fully captioned in
Chinese. Video images come from a free Chinese image library. See Appendix for English trans-
lations of all video transcripts.

Survey sample

We recruit an online sample of 830 respondents from 26 provinces in China.11 Half (51.8
percent) of the sample came from richer provinces (based on 2017 per capita income), and
the remainder from poorer provinces.12 This sample is not representative of China’s overall popu-
lation, but we adopt a quota sampling strategy to ensure that the sample is diverse in gender, age,
and educational background. Table A3 reports the summary statistics of the sample.

Survey design

The overall flow of our survey is illustrated in Figure 1.
After screening, we ask the respondents to answer two sets of questions to measure their

predispositions on economic and foreign policies. One set contains seven questions related to
preferences on market economy—for example, whether private ownership and sale of land should
be allowed—where responses range from preferences for free market and private capital to
preferences for state control of the economy and limits on the influence of private capital. The
other set contains seven questions related to preference on national sovereignty, such as whether
it is appropriate to use military force to unify Taiwan with China. Here, responses range from
highly nationalistic to not nationalistic (see Appendix Table A2 for list of questions). We
construct two simple additive indices based on these questions to measure predisposition.13

After we measure predisposition, the respondents watch two videos, one on each policy issue.
The order in which the videos are watched is randomized, and randomization for each video is
independent. Respondents are well balanced in terms of demographics (see Appendix Table A4
for the balance table). As shown in Figure 1, immediately following each video, we conduct

11Recruitment was conducted by an international social science survey firm with panels of respondents in China. The firm
recruited respondents from their panel based on our demographic and geographic quotas.

12Rich provinces include Beijing, Tianjin, Inner Mongolia, Liaoning, Shanghai, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Anhui, Fujian,
Shandong, Hubie, Guangdong, Hainan, and Chongqin.

13Questions were drawn from a recent study that shows that policy preferences of the Chinese public measured this way
exhibit high inter-temporal stability (Pan and Xu, 2020).
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manipulation checks by asking respondents two multiple-choice questions about the content of
the video they have just viewed. We also assess the construct validity of our treatments by asking
respondents whether they thought the source of the video was CCTV.

We measure policy preferences after the manipulation checks in two ways. First, we ask the
respondents to explicitly select the statement that best reflects their preferences on each issue.
For SOE reform, respondents can select from three options: SOE reform should be led by the
state (1 State); SOE reform does not matter as long as economic outcomes are good
(2 Neutral); or SOE reform should be market driven (3 Market).14 Larger values denote a
more pro-market position. For China–Philippines relations, respondents can select from three
options: China must defend its national sovereignty and territorial integrity (1 Hawk), China’s
FP should change with changing circumstances (2 Neutral); or China should cooperate with
the Philippines and set aside territorial disputes for regional peace (3 Dove). Larger values denote
a more dovish, cooperative position.15

Second, we create a composite measure by asking respondents several questions in closely
related policy domains. We ask nine questions such as whether SOEs should receive preferential
treatment from the government and whether SOEs should receive more preferential treatment
than private enterprises (see Table A13 in the Appendix for the list of questions). Responses
to these questions vary from supporting free market to supporting state control. We construct
a simple additive index with these questions. Similarly, after the China–Philippines relations
video, we ask nine questions about China’s FP in Southeast Asia and China’s diplomatic strategy,
which vary along the dove versus hawk dimension. We use these closely related questions to con-
struct an additive index of dovish FP.16

To measure political knowledge, we ask the respondents four factual questions (see Table A13
in the Appendix for details). We also ask the respondents for demographic information, includ-
ing their age, ethnicity, marital status, and income, as well as a number of other outcomes such as
political knowledge and political trust. Finally, because research in media effects suggests that
effects can quickly decay (Hill et al., 2013), we conduct a follow-up survey 48 hours after the
first survey to ask the respondents about their understanding of the policy positions espoused

Figure 1. Survey and experimental flow.

14See the exact questions and options in Table A13 in the Appendix.
15We also ask the respondents whether they strongly agree, agree, disagree, or strongly disagree with the policy position

espoused in the video (respondents can also choose that they are not sure). We use this measure only in the robustness checks
to see whether agreement is related to attitude change.

16We allow the respondents to choose “I do not know” when answering these questions. We use multiple imputation
methods to fill in missing values based only on each set of nine questions (in other words, no additional information
from the rest of survey is used to impute missing data).
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in the video, their position on SOE reform and China–Philippines relations, and their policy pre-
ferences on the role of SOEs in the economy and FP more generally.17

To ensure the quality of responses, we embed an attention filter in the predisposition questions
prior to treatment assignment,18 and screen out those who fail from the survey. We also see whether
the birth year reported by the same respondent is consistent at the beginning and at the end of the
survey. Finally, we measure the amount of time respondents spend watching the video and com-
pleting the entire survey to identify speeders.19 Reducing the sample to respondents who pass
the age-consistency test and who are not speeders reduces the sample size from 830 to 762.20

4. Results
In line with the expectation that government-controlled media can provide new frames to shift public
attitudes on an existing issue, we find that exposure to our video treatments moves respondents
toward the espoused policy position of the state, regardless of what that position is and regardless
of the predisposition of the respondent. These effects are observed in direct and composite measures
of policy attitudes. Many of these effects persist up to 48 hours after exposure. We begin by showing
the main results, and then show heterogeneous effects for predisposition and political knowledge,
ending with results from the 48-hour follow-up. For details of the manipulation checks, see Appendix.

Framing effects

We find that the respondents respond to different frames and are more likely to adopt policy
positions closer to the policy position espoused in the video. Figure 2 presents the estimated aver-
age treatment effects on preferences toward SOE reform.21 The outcome in the left panel is a
three-value indicator of direct policy preference (a bigger value means a more pro-market
approach), and the outcome in the right panel is a standardized index of composite policy pref-
erence (with 0 mean and 1 standard deviation) based on nine closely related policy questions. The
thick and thin bars in both plots represent 95 and 99 percent confidence intervals for the point
estimates, respectively (same for subsequent Figures 3 and A1). We estimate the effects using
regressions, controlling for a full set of individual characteristics and provincial fixed effects
(see Table A7 in the Appendix for the full regression table).22

We see that framing SOE reform in terms of efficiency (Market condition) on average shifts the
respondents’ stated preference on SOE reform toward a more market-oriented approach. On the
direct measure (left panel of Figure 2), there is a shift of approximately 0.3 points on a 1-3
point scale. On the composite measure (right panel of Figure 2), the pro-market video content
also shifts respondents approximately 0.3 standard deviations toward a more market-oriented pos-
ition on related policy issues. Similarly, framing SOE reform in terms of public interest (State con-
dition) reduces the respondents’ preference for market-oriented reform by roughly 0.3 points based
on the direct question (left panel of Figure 2), and 0.2 standard deviation based on the composite
measure (right panel of Figure 2). It is worth noting that both the Dove and Hawk treatments shift

17We conducted a “soft launch” at the beginning of the survey roll-out to make sure that the main survey worked properly
on our platform. We did not follow-up with these respondents, who constituted about one-third of the full sample. Prior to
launch, we also conducted three pilots using off-line convenience samples to test various aspects of the treatments and survey.

18We ask the respondents to select “strongly disagree” for a particular question.
19Speeders are defined as those who spend less than 10 minutes completing the survey. The median finish time is 17

minutes.
20Not surprisingly, the estimated effect becomes stronger when we focus on the sub-sample of respondents who are more

attentive when answering the survey.
21We show how the distributions of the outcome variables shift because of the treatments in Appendix Figures A8 and A9.
22The control variables include the respondent’s gender, age, age squared, level of education, ethnic minority, religiosity,

marital status, working experience, Communist Party membership, experience using censorship circumvention technology,
English proficiency, income level, and self-reported socioeconomic status.
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respondents’ preference on SOE reform toward a more state-led approach (see Dove and Hawk esti-
mates in Figure 2), compared with the Control FP condition. This is likely because a video about FP
may make the central role of the state in national interests more salient.

Figure 3 shows the estimated average treatment effects on policy preferences regarding China–
Philippines relations in the South China Sea. The left panel shows direct policy preferences
(a bigger value means a more dovish approach), and the right panel shows a composite measure
(with 0 mean and 1 standard deviation) based on nine closely related policy questions. The
full regression results are presented in Table A8 in the Appendix. From Figure 3, we see that framing
China–Philippines relations in terms of mutual prosperity (Dove condition) on average shifts the
respondents’ stated preference on the issue of China–Philippines relations toward a more dovish,
cooperative approach by around 0.15 points on a 1–3 point scale based on the direct question (left

Figure 2. Treatment effects on policy preferences: SOE reform. (a) Agree to market reform. (b) Index of market-oriented
reform.

Figure 3. Treatment effects on policy preferences: South China Sea. (a) Agree to more cooperation. (b) Index of dovish
foreign policy.
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panel of Figure 3) and around 0.19 standard deviation based on the composite measure (right panel of
Figure 3). In contrast, framing China–Philippines in terms of national sovereignty (Hawk condition)
reduces the respondents’ support for the dovish approach also by roughly 0.3 points based on the direct
question (left), and 0.26 standard deviation based on the composite measure (right). Policy preferences
on FP do not appear to be affected by the content of the video on SOE reform.

Predisposition

Predisposition does not appear to moderate the effects of government-controlled media. We
measure predisposition toward economic policies and national sovereignty before exposing
respondents to the video treatments. We find strong correlation between predisposition and post-
treatment policy preferences in both the economic and the sovereignty dimensions (Figure A2 in
the Appendix). This suggests, first, that many respondents have relatively coherent policy prefer-
ences. Second, respondents are not simply answering questions to satisfy the researchers.
Strikingly, regardless of predisposition, exposure to the different frames presented in our video
treatments changes policy preferences.

The left panel (a) of Figure 4 shows the marginal effect of State (light gray) and Market (dark
gray) conditions on the probability of supporting market-oriented SOE reform moderated by pre-
disposition toward a market economy. The right panel (b) of Figure 4 shows the marginal effect of
Hawk (light gray) and Dove (dark gray) conditions on the probability of supporting more coopera-
tive FP moderated by predisposition toward national sovereignty. Both are produced using a kernel
estimation method proposed by Hainmueller et al. (2019). Estimates above zero on the y-axis in
panel (a) represent a marginal effect in support of market-oriented SOE reform while estimates
below zero on the y-axis in panel (a) represent a marginal effect supporting state-led SOE reform.
Estimates above zero on the y-axis in panel (b) represent a marginal effect in support of more dovish

Figure 4. Marginal effects of the treatments by predisposition. (a) Treatment 1 on pro-market. (b) Treatment 2 on pro-
cooperation.
Note: Panel (a) shows the marginal effect of videos on SOE reform on the probability of agreeing to market-oriented SOE reform mod-
erated by predisposition toward market economy in percentiles. Panel (b) shows the marginal effect of videos on China–Philippines
relations on the probability of agreeing to more cooperation in China’s dealing with the Philippines moderated by predisposition on
sovereignty in percentiles. Political knowledge is controlled for in both kernel estimations. Stacked histograms at the bottom of
each plot show the number of respondents under each treatment condition given different values of the moderator. The estimates
are based on a kernel regression method for multiplicative interaction models (Hainmueller et al. 2019).
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FP while estimates below zero on the y-axis in panel (b) represent a marginal effect in support of
more hawkish FP. The (stacked) histograms at the bottom of the plot show the number of respon-
dents under each treatment condition given different values of predisposition.

The left panel (a) of Figure 4 shows that respondents with different predisposition toward how
resources should be allocated, both those who support market allocation of resources (toward the
right of this figure) and those who support state allocation of resources (toward the left of this
figure) are influenced by differing policy frames on SOE reform. When exposed to frames
about efficiency (Market video in darker gray), support for market-oriented SOE reform goes
up across the board. When exposed to frames about public interest (State video in lighter
gray), support for market-oriented SOE reform goes down across the board.

Likewise, the right panel (b) of Figure 4 shows that respondents with different predispositions
toward national sovereignty, both those who are less nationalistic (toward the right of this figure)
and those who are more nationalistic (toward the left of this figure) are influenced by differing
policy frames on China–Philippines relations. When exposed to frames about mutual prosperity
(Dove video in darker gray), support for dovish FP goes up across the board. When exposed to
frames about the inviolability of territorial integrity (Hawk video in lighter gray), support for dov-
ish FP goes down across the board.

Political knowledge

After controlling for predisposition, we find that those with higher levels of political knowledge in
some cases experience stronger framing effects. This falls in line with the theoretical expectations
of Druckman and Nelson (2003).

The left panel (a) of Figure 5 shows the marginal effect of State (lighter gray) and Market (dar-
ker gray) videos on the probability of supporting market-oriented SOE reform moderated by

Figure 5. Marginal effects of the treatments by political knowledge. (a) Treatment 1 on pro-market. (b) Treatment 2 on
pro-cooperation.
Note: Panel (a) shows the marginal effect of videos on SOE reform on the probability of agreeing to market-oriented SOE reform. Panel
(b) shows the marginal effect of videos on China–Philippines relations on the probability of agreeing to more cooperation in China’s
dealing with the Philippines. In both plots, the moderator is a measure of political knowledge ranging from 0 to 4. We control for pre-
disposition in both kernel estimations. Stacked histograms at the bottom of each plot show the number of respondents under each
treatment condition given different values of the moderator. The estimates are based on a kernel regression method for multiplicative
interaction models (Hainmueller et al. 2019).
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political knowledge, and the right panel (b) of Figure 5 shows the marginal effect of Hawk (lighter
gray) and Dove (darker gray) videos on the probability of supporting more cooperative FP mod-
erated by knowledge. Estimates above zero on the y-axis in panel (a) represent a marginal effect in
support of market-oriented SOE reform while estimates below zero on the y-axis in panel (a)
represent a marginal effect supporting state-led SOE reform. Estimates above zero on the
y-axis in panel (b) represent a marginal effect in support of more dovish FP while estimates
below zero on the y-axis in panel (b) represent a marginal effect in support of more hawkish
FP. The (stacked) histograms at the bottom of the plot show the number of respondents under
each treatment condition given values of political knowledge ranging from 0 to 4.

The left panel (a) of Figure 5 shows that respondents with higher levels of political knowledge
(toward the right of this figure) appear slightly more influenced by differing policy frames on
SOE reform, this is especially true for the public welfare frame (State video in lighter gray) in
support for state-led reform. Similarly, the right panel (b) of Figure 5 shows that respondents
with higher levels of political knowledge (toward the right of this figure) are more influenced
by frames about mutual prosperity (Dove video in darker gray).

Other respondent characteristics

We also explore where the effects of government-controlled media vary in statistically significant ways
for individuals with different socioeconomic and demographic characteristics. Using regression control-
ling for individual characteristics and provincial fixed effects, we conduct subgroup analyses and explore
heterogeneous treatment effects. The results are reported in Figure A1 in the appendix. In general, we
find that the two sets of treatments change respondents’ policy preferences across almost all subgroups.
However, we do not find differences in the amount of attention respondents of various subgroups paid
to the content of the videos, so this pattern is not likely driven by differences in attention.

Moreover, we explore treatment effects on other, more diffuse and complex outcomes—
including measures of patriotism and nationalism, efficacy, trust in the central and local govern-
ments, and self-reported political behavior such as complaint-making, voting in local National
People’s Congress elections, and discussing government policies. We find no evidence that the
video treatments affected any of these outcomes (see Table A10 in the Appendix for details).

Robustness checks

We conduct a number of robustness checks by pruning the data based on different criteria. We
present the results in Table A9 in the appendix. The outcome variables in panels A and B are the
two indices of policy preferences. Column (1) shows the benchmark result using the full sample.
In columns (2) through (6), we limit the sample to respondents who satisfy various conditions,
including those who identified the source of the videos as CCTV (86 percent of all respondents),
those who passed the age consistency filter and were not speeders (92 percent of all respondents),
those who answered both factual questions correctly (83 percent of all respondents), those who
agreed the policy toward SOE reform is correct (94 percent of all respondents), and those who
agreed the policy toward the South China Sea is correct (96 percent of all respondents). The
results remain substantively the same, and in some cases, the effects became even stronger.

Results from the 48-hour follow-up survey

We are able to reach 353 of out of 556 respondents 48 hours after the first survey (recontact rate
of 63 percent).23 We find that respondents exposed to the Market condition remain strongly sup-
portive of market-oriented reform of SOEs, while those exposed to the State condition remain less

23The other respondents are part of our soft launch.
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supportive of market-oriented SOE reform. Similarly, those exposed to the Dove condition
remain more supportive of cooperation and those exposed to the Hawk condition less supportive
of cooperation. Due to power limitations, we conduct permutation tests on the effects of
Treatment 1 and Treatment 2 against the sharp null that these treatments have zero effects on
outcomes measured in the follow-up survey. We find that we can reject the sharp null hypotheses
of zero effects in comparisons between the State and Control conditions with Treatment 1,
between the Market and State conditions with Treatment 1, and between the Dove and Hawk
conditions with Treatment 2, with a high level of confidence (with p-values equal to 0.001,
0.000, and 0.012, respectively). These results indicate that, at least for some respondents, the treat-
ments had a lasting effect up to 48 hours. For details of these analysis, as well as manipulation
checks for the follow-up survey, see Appendix.

5. Conclusion
Through this experiment, we study whether authoritarian regimes can use government-controlled
media to re-frame policy issue and change public opinion toward policies. From existing theory,
we identify reasons why this may or may not be possible. Our experimental results suggest that
when authoritarian regimes need to change their position on an issue, they can use government-
controlled media to provide new frames for the issue and effectively shift public attitudes if they
can achieve mainstream consensus, preventing alternative frames and contextual information
from being voiced. Specifically, we find that government-controlled media, which frames domes-
tic and foreign policy issues in different ways, moves respondents to adopt policy positions closer
to the position, including opposing positions, espoused in government media. We find this to be
the case whether we use direct or composite measures of attitudes, and we find that framing
effects persist up to 48 hours after exposure.

Importantly, we find that different frames are effective regardless of individual predispositions.
Both those who have pro-market and those who have pro-state preferences with regard to economic
policy become more likely to support market-led reform of SOEs when they are exposed to a frame
about the importance of efficiency, and both those who hold pro-market and those who hold
pro-state economic preferences become more likely to support state-led reform of SOEs when they
are exposed to a frame about the role of SOEs in serving public interests. Both those who are nation-
alist and those who are anti-nationalist become more likely to support dovish foreign policy when
such policies are framed in terms of mutual prosperity, and respondents with differing predispositions
toward nationalism all become more likely to support hawkish foreign policy when such policies are
framed in terms of sovereignty and territorial integrity.

Finally, after controlling for predisposition, we find that those with higher levels of political
knowledge are sometimes more influenced by framing effects than those with lower levels of pol-
itical knowledge. This aligns with existing theories that knowledge increases the availability and
comprehensibility of frames to individuals after accounting for predisposition.

While our results on predisposition diverge from the bulk of research on the role of predispos-
ition as a moderator of government media and framing effects, these results align with previous
theories that predict such a result when propagandists can dominate and control the media envir-
onment, suppressing competing frames and contextual information that could link predisposition
to new messages from government media. Such a circumstance is extremely unlikely in any com-
petitive media system, and hence unlikely in most democracies, but mainstream consensus is
likely and indeed the reality in many authoritarian regimes where those in power effectively stifle
alternative voices. Although not all authoritarian regimes can achieve such an outcome, there are
numerous contemporaneous (e.g., China, Cuba, Iran, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Turkmenistan) and
historical (Peru under Fujimori, U.S.S.R) examples of such regimes. This finding suggests that
media market structure and context matter a great deal to understanding the boundaries of fram-
ing effects.
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